THE   HISTORY   OF   THE   EARTH  ...

sion and the weighting of sea bottoms by sedimentation seem to
be at least one factor in the building of mountains and continents,
and may be the principal factor. Provided we do not interpret con-
traction as implying the continuous cooling of a once-molten globe,
the safest position to adopt is that both contraction and isostatic
adjustments have been at work.

Volcanic Activity
But whether the heat of the earth's interior is largely residual,
left over from a hot beginning, or whether it is maintained by con-
tinuing actions, there can be no doubt that high temperatures
have played an important role in fashioning the earth. The Vesu-
vian fate which descended on Herculaneum and Pompeii in
A.D. 79 was merely one sign of an agency that is world-wide in its
scope. More than four hundred active volcanoes are known today,
and several thousand additional volcanoes are either recently ex-
tinct or in the dormant, or quiescent, state which punctuates the
history of these violent agencies of terrestrial evolution. Hot
springs and geysers abound. The wide distribution of granite and
other igneous rocks shows that stony material by the billions of
tons has at one time or another flowed as a liquid. Volcanism has
been at work in all the five great eras that we know. Some igneous
rock dates back to the Archeozoic; some is being formed today. In
western India a third of a million square miles lies buried under
sheets of lava. Successive flows have built up a great lava plateau
there; in some places the total thickness is more than a mile. In
one section of Great Britain erosion is gradually disclosing lava
beds of great antiquity. Volcanic action under the sea threw up
the Aleutian Islands, forming a chain of gigantic stepping stones
from Alaska to Siberia. Three new tiny islands of this chain were